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ARTICLES
Putting “Space” on the Agenda
of Sociocultural Research
Alex Kostogriz
Monash University
The global rescaling of the world, culture, and education has influenced how people experience their
situationality, meaning-making, and learning in relation to the Other. This article explores the implica-
tions of spatial analysis for rethinking education in new conditions of cultural complexity. The experi-
ence of living and learning with difference is conceptualized as an open journey in which the very act of
movement across spatial boundaries unlocks the fixity of meanings and identities and, hence,
problematizes the spatial logic of bounded learning places. Explicating the tension between fixity and
mobility, boundedness and flows, this article deploys the concepts of cultural-semiotic space, scale,
and boundary to theorize locations of learning and meaning-making in new times.
INTRODUCTION: SPACE, PLACE, AND SCALE
The last two decades have witnessed a resurgence of interest in exploring the spatial contours of
sociocultural life. The proliferation of spatial studies is not simply an academic fashion; it is a re-
sponse to substantive changes in the way we produce cultural-semiotic and material worlds and un-
derstand their consequences for human life at all scales, from the most intimate and private to the
most exoteric and global. The renewed interest in the category of space reflects, to some extent, an
attempt to delineate a more multifaceted approach to the studies of sociocultural practices in condi-
tions when the processes of globalization—transnational economic, cultural-semiotic, and human
flows—have challenged and changed the traditional ways people perceive and experience their
situationality. Although the “spatial turn” (Soja, 2000) in geopolitical and cultural studies has di-
rected researchers’ attention to how spatial arrangements operate as a constitutive dimension of so-
cial life, the implications of these studies for sociocultural psychology and educational research
still remain largely underutilized. This issue of Mind, Culture, and Activity is an attempt to put
“space” on the agenda of sociocultural research in education because, as the contributors have
demonstrated, meaning-making and learning are obviously spatial phenomena and space is impli-
cated in pedagogical practices at all levels. Important in this sense is the recognition of space as an
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inherently dynamic and social phenomenon that cannot be reduced to an “absolute container” for
congeries of objects and naturally occurring processes.
The Euclidian idea of objective space has been prominent in positivist approaches to human
behavior that traditionally conceive of space as a natural backdrop for human actions (Kent,
2003). Space has been imagined as finite and fixed, and this logic, as Massey (1999) argued, en-
abled the establishment and universalization of particular theoretical frameworks that “under-
pinned the material enforcement of certain ways of organizing both society and space” (p. 30). It
is arguably only in the 1970s that the works of Henri Lefebvre and other political geographers
opened up a new direction in the spatial analyses of human existence. In his historical analysis of
spatiality, Lefebvre took us back to the foundation of Western spatial understanding, which ap-
pears to be based on the problematic premises of objectivity and metastability. He supplemented
the idea of objective space with the social production of spatiality, maintaining that every society
produces its own spatiality in relation to its mode of economic and ideological production.
Lefebvre (1991) concluded that the production of social space involves three interrelated dimen-
sions—sociocultural practices, representations, and imaginations—that have an impact on the
ways we understand and use space and on the ways we are positioned by it. From this point of
view, social spatiality cannot be exhausted by whatever objective space encompasses. To be in
space is not just to be situated somewhere, but rather is to participate in distinct cultural-semiotic
activities anchored to, and mediated by, particular material objects and textual representations of
one’s situationality. Places emerge from these activities as the constellations of “culturally spe-
cific ideas” about the world and lived experiences of being embodied in it (Massey, 1994). Places
are complex entities that comprise the social space and, at the same time, are constituted within it.
Even though the sociality of space and place has been widely recognized, there is a tension be-
tween humanistic and critical approaches to the place–space ontology. A humanistic approach fo-
cuses on experiential understanding of situationality. It has been argued that place is an a priori of
human existence (Casey, 1997). People are spatial beings, and they become who they are as they
construct the meaning of their social and spatial existence (Tuan, 1977). In this respect, places be-
come meaningful for people through their emotional and spiritual experience of relations with the
world and others. Space in this view is an abstract category that is opposite to place and, therefore,
it is emphasized that people make a space out of place through social, material, and semiotic in-
vestments into their immediate environment. Because the sense of place from this perspective is
often derived from individual experiences, the individual turns out to be a point of reference in
constructing an essentialized and universalized common sense of place for a group of people. The
humanistic approach has been criticized for its emphasis on the mental, subjective, and often nor-
mative, xenophobic, and masculinist construction of spatiality by those researchers who develop a
critical perspective on place. Although places have been very often romanticized as “safe” and
“homey” locations for those who belong to them, such representations also embody the politics of
identity, dividing people into “insiders” and “outsiders” and often leading to acts of racial exclu-
sion, gender domination, and other forms of discrimination (Massey, 1997).
From a critical point of view, therefore, the meaning of place is different from its experiential
sense because the social space neither is centered on nor belongs to particular individuals
(Schatzki, 1991). Rather, the places of local experiences are shaped by social forces that operate
both within and beyond the imagined boundaries of any particular place. According to this view,
social space is a “space of activity” that provides openings for multiplicity of places, and this spa-
tial diversity is beyond the experiential grasp of any particular individual. Within any local place,
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however, there exist differences that can disrupt the continuity of collective experiences and the
common sense of place. Consequently, places are seen as nodes within the network of multiple so-
cial activities and relations. A place can have multiple identities due to its interrelationships to the
array of other places and the diversity of actors who have lived in that place and participated in its
production. By emphasizing social relations rather than sociospatial entities, critical researchers
have demystified the naturalness of places and the fixity of their boundaries. The acknowledge-
ment of social relations as “bearers of power,” according to Massey (1994), has opened vistas both
on possibilities and on constraints in the production of spatiality, where a “spatial form is an im-
portant element in the constitution of power itself” (p. 22). Spatial forms such as city squares,
classrooms, gated communities, shopping malls, or prisons produce particular power effects and
may enable or constrain certain actions. At the same time, they are relational to other spatial forms
and practices, and people may use places in ways that are different from their original design,
thereby putting spatial configurations and relations in a state of flux.
Hence, in visualizing “geographies of power,” it is possible to see not only how people are put
in place, but also cross-border activities and flows of material-semiotic resources that can trans-
form or reconfigure the meaning of place and space. The critical analysis of spatial configurations
is necessarily linked to the themes of dynamism and multiplicity in the production of social spati-
ality. This view of inherent dynamism informs a shift in spatial research from debates about space
and place ontology to the focus on scale as a unit of analysis that captures relationships between
space and place. Scale is a methodological issue central to understanding the construction of
nested sociospatial relations and their dynamics and power effects. As Swyngedouw (1997)
noted, scaled spatiality embodies “social relations of empowerment and disempowerment and the
arena through and in which they operate” (p. 169). For educational researchers, the concept of
scale is particularly valuable in understanding how pedagogical spaces and places of learning be-
come constituted and transformed in response to the sociospatial dynamics of the globalized
world.
RESCALING EDUCATION
Debates about the implications of globalization for educational research revolve around different
understandings of the effects it produces on policy making and pedagogy. Globalization is com-
monly understood as a process of “time–space compression,” characterized by flows of capital,
goods, people, culture, and information (Castells, 1996; Giddens, 2002). Implicated in this process
is a highly contradictory reconfiguration of spatial scales, including global, state, regional, and
communal (Appadurai, 1996; Bauman, 2000; Lefebvre, 1991). In these new historical circum-
stances, one key area in educational research is scrutiny of the way places of learning are being
transformed through the dialectic between the global and the local. Though a key motif in explor-
ing the consequences of globalization on education has been that of homogenization of educational
policies and, with this, of teaching and learning practices, an alert to the entwining of local, na-
tional, and global is increasingly common (Burbules & Torres, 2000; Edwards & Usher, 2000).
The recognition of such an interaction is obvious in such concepts as knowledge economy and cul-
tural hybridity, both emphasizing the accelerated flow of knowledge and meanings and the local
strategies of their appropriation. Although these processes lead to the production of new knowl-
edge(s), meanings, and identities, the transmission of canonical knowledge, traditionally implicit
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in the politics of nation–state building, is now widely recognized as problematic (Henry, Lingard,
Taylor, & Rizvi, 2001). The space of a nation is becoming a complex mixture of supra- and
subnational forces that operate on different spatial scales, disturbing the frameworks of na-
tion–state modernity implicit in what counts and is validated as knowledge and knowing.
Pedagogically, what follows from this is a stress on the role of education in servicing the global
economy and on the development of multiple and hybrid literacies needed for effective function-
ing across social and cultural borders (Kostogriz, 2005a). Rather than working under a unifying
logic of identity, educational researchers focus increasingly on communities of difference, and
educators develop a more practical pedagogical stance on how people learn, utilize, and build on
multiple “funds of knowledge” (Moll, 2000). However, the system of schooling is a highly cum-
bersome institutional structure and, as Thrift (1999) and Castells (1998) have pointed out, central-
ized hierarchies are too slow and ineffective in their response to the speed of socioeconomic and
cultural changes. It is from this perspective that changing the politics of scale in education be-
comes central to changing the topology of pedagogical places. By shifting the focus on regions,
districts, communities, schools, and classrooms as the nodal points of new knowledge–power net-
works, we can observe globalization from below as a sociocultural project of knowledge and
meaning transformation. The local scales of pedagogical practices are more agile forms of social
organization and semiotic representation that are able to respond rapidly to changes.
This is not to say that state power in the area of cultural, linguistic, and educational policy mak-
ing is being eroded. Rather, it becomes rearticulated in relation to the changes on supra- and
subnational scales. The nation–state still plays a major role as political actor and mediator in trans-
lating and putting into practice the supranational policy discourse, such as the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) education policies. It also provides financial
support for education initiatives on a subnational scale, for instance, breaking the mold of debili-
tating practice and addressing problems of achievement and exclusion (Buckingham & Jones,
2001). However, even though many global and local educational policies are well intentioned,
their implementation by neoliberal governments has also contributed to growing inequality and
uneven distribution of resources across local pedagogical sites. An example of this is the progres-
sive drift to private schooling in Australia backed up by permanent government funding. Driven
by discourses of deregulation, marketization, school effectiveness, and quality, neoliberals have
shifted from “welfarism” to “new managerialism.” In this new climate, there is little recognition
of the politics of knowledge, culture, and difference. In fact, these concepts are often represented
by neoliberals as already reconciled and, therefore, as apolitical and uncontested givens.
The rescaling of the global and the local puts the traditional institutions of democracy in con-
tradiction. As Castells (1997) argued, “the more they triumph on a planetary scene, the less they
represent their national constituencies” (p. 308). A similar tendency is observable in the cultural
politics of education; the more neoliberals celebrate differences, by only emphasizing cultural tol-
erance, and withdraw public attention from relations of power and struggles over meaning in het-
erogeneous classrooms, the greater is the possibility of conservative backlash. This is because
conservative forces operate with the notion of an all-encompassing cultural identity of a nation,
imagined in the public sphere of cultural politics, that fills the void of power with the aim to differ-
entiate, control, marginalize, and normalize the cultural Other. As a result, the most dominant
forms of education today are still those that privilege the transmission of unexamined knowledge
and cultural assimilation. In times of rapid spatial-semiotic rescaling, there is a need, to para-
phrase Lefebvre (1991), to resume the dialectic of multicultural spaces in which we live to reveal
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contradictions between the global and the local, between centers and peripheries, between the in-
dividual and the social, between the politics of universal knowledge and situated knowing in ev-
eryday practices. How can sociocultural psychology help us forge a critical project in education in
conditions of cultural and social complexity and concurrent proliferation of new identities? How
might Vygotskian and Bakhtinian legacies help us analyze and understand the unsettling nature of
learning on and between multiple social and cultural boundaries?
It can be argued that sociocultural theory provides epistemological and political tools that en-
able educational researchers to address the demands of new times. It has challenged the spatial
imagination of traditional psychology that locates the psyche and learning in the enclosure of indi-
vidual minds. Vygotskian perspectives on learning have contested this by focusing instead on the
role of culture in human development and its intimate relation to language and social practice. We
have however also witnessed the arrival of neo-Vygotskian perspectives that embark on the
sociocultural spatiality of cognition by transcending the concept of cultures and societies as fixed
and monolithic entities and locating learning in the social space of networked activity systems
(Cole, 1996; Engeström, 1999; Wertsch, 1995). These perspectives on cognition are driven by
postmodern ethics and open up an avenue for research into relationships between learning and
identity in places that are not inhibited by coherent or homogeneous communities. This is a new
field of opportunities that is endowed with a greater potential for spatial understanding of learn-
ing, an understanding that acknowledges both highly fragmented and overlapping senses of be-
longing to multiple places. In this regard, putting space on the agenda of sociocultural research has
to do not only with the re-imagination of learning as occurring in multiple sociocultural practices,
but also with bringing to the fore a political issue—the transformation of center–periphery rela-
tions through the recognition of cultural difference and the learning places that difference makes.
The spatial understanding of meaning-making in sociocultural theory carries the potential of
addressing the issue of cultural and other differences in education productively. In effect, I argue
that cultural-historical psychology and, in particular, new developments in sociocultural theory,
offer a discourse for the broader socially critical project of ameliorating inequalities in and
through education. However, before engaging more directly and specifically with the implica-
tions of space for pedagogical practice, it might be helpful first to supplement the Vygotskian cul-
tural-historical approach to the development of higher mental functioning and consciousness with
space. In cultural-historical psychology traditionally, temporality has been a more pressing con-
cern and space has been accorded less attention. It is not my goal here to reverse the prioritization
of time over space, but rather I am concerned with how cultural space is imagined as a remainder
of Vygotsky’s preoccupation with time. Both Lefebvre (1991) and Soja (1996) asserted that space
is an entity equal to time and the neglect of the spatial in the social sciences calls for a radical repo-
sitioning of spatial analysis from the margins to the center of interrogation. In addition, by draw-
ing on Lotman and Bakhtin, I argue that cultural space is alive and, like time, is always in a
dialectical motion rather than in a state of stasis within particular communal boundaries.
RESCALING CULTURE
Vygotskian methodology infused cultural-historical theory with the dialectics of sociality and
historicality to explore psychological development and consciousness as being-in-the-world.
Whether Vygotsky talked about the sphere of mediated practices and the dynamic nature of mean-
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ing or the historical formation of the psyche on the fault line between the biological and the cul-
tural, self and the Other, his conceptualization of these issues was born in a struggle with various
forms of reductionism and binarism. In this struggle, Vygotsky productively developed two major
ontological categories: sociality, or the social nature of mind in the mediated activities of mean-
ing-making, and historicality, or the heterochronous analysis of learning and development
(Kostogriz, 2002). The use of different time scales of analysis—phylogenetic, cultural,
ontogenetic, and microgenetic (Scribner, 1997)—provided a powerful tool in understanding not
only the evolutionary but also the revolutionary nature of psychological changes (Vygotsky,
1978). However, Vygotsky’s concept of heterochrony was not connected explicitly to the spatial
dimension of culture, in particular to cultural heterotopy. Rather, he operated with an abstract spa-
tial notion of social environment (sotsial’naya sreda) that, I would argue, carried an abstract mean-
ing of sociohistorical formations. The social forms of environment such as the state, family, and
school were conceived by Vygotsky as determining behavior and consciousness. Consider, for ex-
ample, how Vygotsky (1997) historicizes social environment as a constellation of objects in which
ideology is sedimented and through which class consciousness is reproduced:
The environment does not always affect man [sic] directly and straightforwardly, but also indirectly
through his ideology. By ideology we will understand all the social stimuli that have been established
in the course of historical development and have become hardened in the form of legal statutes, moral
precepts, artistic tastes, and so on. These standards are permeated through and through with the class
structure of the society that generated them and serve as the class organization of production (p. 211).
It is clear that Vygotsky’s view of historical development was necessarily tied to the produc-
tion of social spatiality understood as a totality of material-ideological stimuli that function as
psychological tools. However, the spatial dimension of consciousness and psychological devel-
opment in this representation becomes reduced to the ideological fixation of meaning (cf. Massey,
2005); it is something that constrains the temporal dynamics of both social life and human devel-
opment. Time, therefore, should annihilate space, or rather spatial constraints, in the progressive
movement of people toward the more advanced forms of social relations. In other words, histori-
cal change involves the change of spatial forms which, in turn, produce changes in consciousness.
The negation and reconstruction of space by time involves, therefore, a re-imagination of social
environment as an idealized way of life. In the production of new social spatiality, for example,
the space of the state becomes ideologically purified and presented as a self-conscious pursuit of
the goals of the larger community. The problem with this conception of historical development is
particularly explicit when the ideological sphere of a multicultural state becomes reduced to the
culture of dominant groups and homogenized in the project of nation building. This project in-
volves the development of spatial pedagogy of a particular kind; the one that would enable the
re-production of the dominant nation–state through education that embodies a common social or
political identity and purpose for all its citizens.
This broadly Hegelian-Marxist understanding of social spatiality informed Vygotsky’s view of
historical development, particularly in making claims about universal human rationality and pro-
gressive movement from the “primitive” to the “cultural” forms of thinking (Luke & Luke, 2001).
As Popkewitz (1998) argued, Vygotsky’s work was “part of what current sociological literature
refers to as modernity, a movement of ideas, institutions, and technologies” that is concerned with
the construction of the reasoned person within the context of universalized culture (p. 539).
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Though he lived and worked in a multicultural state (the Soviet Union), he assumed a certain pro-
gression toward a universal culture. This view of progression was tied to the desire of the Commu-
nist Party for a new sociopolitical order and for a new type of (Soviet) people without cultural
distinctions. Therefore, Vygotsky’s concept of cultural environment as a sphere of human devel-
opment circulated within this political context of privileging the Western mode of scientific rea-
soning and high culture as a point of reference in dealing with difference, such as in interpreting
the cognitive consequences of literacy.
Contemporary sociocultural psychology has challenged the widespread assumptions that cul-
ture is a common denominator for those who live within it, by conceptualizing learning as participa-
tion in multiple social and cultural practices. Clearly, this is not a move to reduce culture by studying
isolated activities. Rather, the aim is to construct a comprehensive notion of cultural space as a com-
plex polysystem, or a network of activity systems, in which differences coexist within the imagined
boundaries of the official culture. There is no denying that the official culture of a nation–state pro-
duces a single space for those who live within its borders. It creates a “common modality” (Lotman,
1976) by narrowing the multiplicity of meanings toward the singularity of an authoritative defini-
tion. Yet the ramifications within sociocultural studies today are based on the exploration of diverse
cultural-semiotic activities and their role in learning and psychological development. Cultural
space becomes conceptualized, increasingly, as a multivoiced formation of diverse cultural com-
munities. From this point of view, the key feature of learning and intellectual development is that
these cannot be conceived as a unidimensional course determined by the official culture. Rather, de-
velopmental changes and trajectories will depend, in many ways, on participation in practices of so-
cial and cultural communities that have different histories and developmental teloi for their
participants. Time and space, in such an understanding of development and situationality, are not in
opposition but rather work in tandem to study learning and meaning-making as phenomena occur-
ring on different temporal and spatial scales of human existence.
Connecting heterochrony and heterotopy, however, is not simply an epistemological matter
faced by sociocultural researchers in addressing multiplicity and difference in new times. Indeed,
the focus on the multiple and the different may only reify and naturalize particularities, and main-
tain the ocularcentric conceptualization of the Other, unless a further exploration of dialogical in-
teraction between different cultural spaces and places is considered. The view of cultural
spatiality as relational is the precondition for thinking about cultural space in terms of dialectical
tensions between segmentations and flows, domination and resistance, repetition and newness. In
effect, this is a matter of looking at boundaries between places and spaces not as cordon sanitaire
that keeps difference at a distance, but rather as conceiving boundaries as meeting places where
differences collide, interlock, and influence one another. Spatial relationality is a key to under-
standing the identity of a cultural place as dependent on the Other for its meaning. Place-making
and meaning-making in the dialogical encounters of differences are therefore never exclusively
contained by one or another, but occur on the borders, in the process of border-crossing, and in
conditions of uncertainty and intensive search for new meanings. The concept of dynamic cultural
space is critical in addressing the issues of how alterity influences identity and triggers cultural
creativity on and within the borders of cultural-semiotic formations.
Lotman’s (1990) concept of cultural-semiotic space as semiosphere can be particularly pro-
ductive in this respect, for this is the universe of semiotic motion, in which different text- and
meaning-generating systems interact and influence one another. He developed this concept on the
basis of Vernadsky’s (1945) biosphere and defined it as a living space of cultural semiosis. On the
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global scale of human history, semiosphere has emerged as a result of people’s engagement with
the Other or with the alterity of nature, other people, and nonhuman life forms. Semiosphere is
therefore a space of communication and meaning-making without which neither intelligent nor
social life would be possible. On the smaller time–space scale, every culture produces its particu-
lar semiosphere as well. This cultural-semiotic process allows people to make sense of the other-
wise meaningless objects in the world and to fashion human attributes—a specific cultural
psychology. In this relational view of cultural space, the semiosphere of culture is a deeply
postformalist notion in that Lotman tried to escape the gridlock of traditional structuralism by
putting the Bakhtinian philosophy of self–Other dialogicality at the center. Lotman and his col-
leagues from the Moscow–Tartu school argued that cultural conventions are disrupted historically
in a dialogical communication with alterity that can lead to the emergence of new meanings and
consequently to new, unpredictable directions in cultural development. The notion of the
semiosphere is based on the notion of dialogical intersemiosis that occurs on the boundaries be-
tween us and them, self and other, our culture and foreign culture. Every culture constructs such
boundaries, within which semiotic activity is organized on different levels of sign systems.
The notion of boundary was central for Lotman in understanding dialogical interaction between
differences. This is a third term that he deployed in thinking about interaction between the first (us)
and thesecond(them)cultural space.According toLotman(1990), theexternalboundaryofcultural
semiotics separates “our” space, which is safe and ordered, from “their” space, which is hostile and
chaotic (p. 131). Besides this function of ordering and organizing reality, the boundary is also the bi-
lingual mechanism that translates external messages into the internal language of the semiosphere
and vice versa. As in Bakhtinian dialogue, any cultural semiosphere and its text-generating mecha-
nisms depend on Otherness and its semiotic input to forge appropriate conditions for semiotic en-
richment and change. The boundary translation between “us” and “them” is not a perfect
assimilation of difference, but rather results in “approximate equivalences”—new hybrid semantic
connections and meanings (Lotman, 1990, p. 37). Thus, the boundary determines both the internal
mechanism of textual production and the mechanism of translation through which the semiosphere
can be in contact with nonsemiotic and alien semiotic spaces.
The same basic boundary division occurs also within the semiotic sphere of a particular culture
and reflects its asymmetrical nature or the bipolar asymmetry. The semiosphere has a center sur-
rounded by increasingly amorphous areas moving in the direction of the periphery. If the center
contains dominating sign systems that include sign users, texts, and codes that are elaborately or-
ganized, the periphery, in contrast, is characterized by heterogeneity and fragmentation and is re-
sponsible for dynamics within the semiosphere. However, the conception of the center and the
periphery, in Lotman’s (1990) words, is just a rough primary distinction:
In fact, the entire space of the semiosphere is transected by boundaries of different levels, boundaries of
different languages and even of texts, and the internal space of each of these sub- semiospheres has its
own semiotic which is realized as the relationship of any language, groups of texts, or separate texts, to
a metastructural space which describes them, always bearing in mind that languages and texts are hier-
archically disposed on different levels [creating] a multileveled system (p. 138).
That is, Lotman’s perspective on cultural semiotics presupposes the presence of a center or origin
in the play of signification, but he tends to a poststructural conception by exploring relations be-
tween multiple centers and margins. Therefore, the fundamental culturally and spatially perceived
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differences and oppositions, such as high–low, left–right, white–black, good–evil,
city/center–countryside/periphery, male–female, normal–abnormal, perforate the semiosphere of
culture by creating multiple inner boundaries that specify its scalar diversity or subsemiospheres.
The play of signification and translation across those borders leads to the semiotic irruption of texts
and signs into an alien territory and ultimately to the emergence of new meanings.
In this view of the cultural semiosphere, we can observe an interplay of diachrony and syn-
chrony, continuity and contingency, identity and alterity. The spatial concept of boundary creates
the very possibility of thinking about what is inside—for example, individuality, collective iden-
tity, normativity, values, moral positions—as relatively stable and historically continuous phe-
nomena. This is, according to Lotman (1990), the result of autocommunication (intrasemiosis)
within the boundary of a subsemiosphere. However, this stability may be lost when boundaries
collide in the process of intersemiosis and textual translation. That is to say, in communication be-
tween cultural differences (own–alien) or other sociospatial differences (he–she, high–low) the
dynamic reconstruction and appropriation of textual representations may lead to the alterity of
identities and meanings. By paying attention to both intrasemiosis and intersemiosis, Lotman ar-
gued that the interplay between them yields the most new information.
This representation of cultural-semiotic space entails the political dimension of semiotic mo-
tion, informing a spatial exploration of pedagogical practices in multicultural conditions. By map-
ping the turbulent patterns of semiotic movement, Lotman gestured toward a need to cleave open
the hegemonic political discourses that construct and represent culture as a bounded and fixed no-
tion. Whereas the monological center produces texts to homogenize meaning and to construct a
discrete and stable space, the process of translation on the boundary constantly undermines and
disperses the authority of central texts, shifting their meanings by the very process of being trans-
lated. In the concept of the semiosphere, culture can be better understood not as a noun but rather
as a verb, foregrounding the dynamics of meaning and identity. Because the semiosphere is
transected by multiple boundaries on different cultural-semiotic scales, we could say that, once
we face differences in translation, our understanding and identity can no longer be the same. Iden-
tities change as people shuttle between and across constructed and imagined boundaries, produc-
ing the elements of thirdness—new texts and meanings, and ultimately, new hybrid identities.
Therefore, this creates new challenges for sociocultural research in education: How can we take
into account the dynamics of meanings and identities? How do we conceive of differences when
we deploy such spatial concepts as the zone of proximal development or community or situated
learning? Some researchers argue about the importance of incorporating cultural and semiotic re-
sources of nonmainstream students to empower their learning; I would argue that this is not only a
matter of resource redistribution but also a matter of recognition. This can be particularly relevant
to a left-critical project of supplementing socioeconomic perspectives on injustice in education
with cultural-semiotic perspectives that view injustice as rooted also in sociocultural patterns of
representation, interpretation, and communication (Fraser, 1999). The re-mediation of cul-
tural-semiotic forms of injustice in education entails the production of new learning spaces in
which cultural differences are positively re-evaluated.
RESCALING PEDAGOGY
Rescaling of the world, culture, and education necessitates a more central focus on the interrela-
tionship between the production of new learning spaces and the recognition of difference. As
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Lefebvre (1991) put it, “a new space cannot be born unless it accentuates differences” (p. 52).
However, responses to difference can acquire multiple forms, from a conservative differentiation
of “us” and the “Other” that produces and sustains institutionalized spaces and places of difference,
keeping boundaries clear, to a neoliberal celebration of difference that essentializes particular cul-
tural identities, practices, and learning styles. Even though these perspectives on difference might
look dissimilar on the surface, they are simply different ways of achieving the same outcome—the
reduction of the Other to pure spectacle, under the cold and powerful gaze of the dominant culture
as a means of dealing with issues of cultural pollution and purification. On the one hand, the Other
is allotted specific places or ethnic ghettos with borders seen as restrictive walls. The rightist
agenda in dealing with the Other is therefore necessarily linked to spatial strategies that, according
to Bauman (2000), “converge, coalesce and condense in the politics of ethnic separation, and par-
ticularly of the defense against the influx of the ‘foreigners’” (p. 109). On the other hand, work
should be done to patch the ethnically fragmented public space together into “something vaguely
reminiscent of a ‘national community’” (p. 109). Today, the return of the “right” way of educating
“strangers” has been justified by political demands for a greater surveillance, disciplining those
who are seen as a threat, and saving those who are at risk. For these reasons, the reconfigurations of
pedagogical space are about putting the Other in learning places that pressure differences to assim-
ilate, conform to the standards, and acquire the dominant cultural literacy as a ticket to good citi-
zenship (Hirsch, 1999). Of course, the moral discourse of saving the Other exerts the promise of ac-
cess and equality. These claims to placing everyone in the same pedagogical space that provides
the same opportunities and access should sound a warning note, however.
As many critical theorists of education have pointed out, in this “right” way of cultural and
ideological landscaping of pedagogical space, with its emphasis on uniformity, control, excessive
competition, and survival of the fittest (most powerful and competent), many nonmainstream stu-
dents have no chance of being fit enough to survive as different or the Other (cf. Apple, 1999,
2004). Instead, they come either to inhabit liminal spaces in classroom practices, becoming la-
beled as at risk, struggling, or even disabled students (Alvermann, 2001), or they are forced to as-
similate as quickly as possible and forget their native languages and cultural practices. The
trajectory of nonmainstream students along the way to access and equality is controlled and as-
sessed and involves practices of both exclusion (through marginalization and labeling) and inclu-
sion (through normalization and assimilation). The production of such a bipolar pedagogical
space is inseparable from cultural, linguistic, or other forms of subjugation and injustice. In times
of global rescaling and accelerated changes in the sociocultural composition of schools and class-
rooms, there is a need for the new cultural politics of difference recognition. The very possibility
of such politics now depends on the recognition of pedagogical space as both the cognitive space
with the Other and the moral space for the Other. The stretched out connections of local educa-
tional sites to other places call for this recognition to re-imagine the classroom as a meeting point
of differences, thereby emphasizing the importance of transcultural literacy that would enable stu-
dents to function effectively in multicultural conditions, rather than simply acquiring homoge-
nized cultural literacy that is not commensurate with the ethics of being with and for others
(Kostogriz, 2005b). This brings us back to the dialogical philosophy of Bakhtin as a spatial model
of recognition and meaning-making in cultural contact zones.
Bakhtin’s account of recognition begins from premediated analysis, when he addresses the
monological dimension of tension between self and the Other. According to Bakhtin, the failure to
engage in a genuine dialogue with the Other is precisely because both self and the Other do not
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transcend their narrow preoccupation with self-consciousness, which is enclosed within itself and
completely finalized. Bakhtin (1984) identified this as an extreme form of monologism that “de-
nies the existence outside itself of another consciousness with equal rights and equal responsibili-
ties”—that is, the Other is seen as both different and less (p. 292). In its pure form, the
monological approach perceives the Other as an object of rational contemplation that does not
have any particular value and hence does not require recognition as being unique. Such
misrecognition, from a Bakhtinian perspective, can be surpassed in education only when the self
of teachers and students is conceived as an open unity, unfinalized. Our sense of self depends on
understanding the Other as well as on acknowledgment by the Other. This creates an
intersubjective space of meaning making in which signs mediate both interaction between self and
the Other and the process of recognition. Consequently, the intersubjective construction of mean-
ing in multicultural classrooms is characterized by a sociocultural flux, which is due to different
ideological effects of mediating signs used in the process of understanding and recognizing the
Other. Mediating signs become an arena of ideological struggle (Voloshinov, 1973) in which the
interaction of different consciousnesses is determined to assert and maintain their uniqueness.
However, a monological approach to knowing replaces the struggle for meaning by an already es-
tablished and pre-packaged common sense that needs only to be affirmed. This neither needs nor
requires differences in understanding and, therefore, the Other is either misrecognized or re-
pressed. According to Bakhtin (1984), monologism is doomed to failure because to live is essen-
tially to communicate with the Other. In dialogical communication, alterity opens the self to its
own internal deconstruction and the self becomes simultaneously both self and the Other.
Bakhtin (1990) explained this interdependence of self and the Other by using the concept of
chronotope (time–space). During the interaction, participants occupy, or find themselves in, the
same time–space dimension (e.g., here and now). This allows them to reveal their sameness, to a
certain extent (e.g., common goals or reasons to be here and now). Yet both self and the Other oc-
cupy this chronotope differently, because their “concrete, actually experienced horizons do not
coincide” (Bakhtin, 1990, p. 23). Due to these differences, as Bakhtin clarified further, one can al-
ways see and know something that the Other cannot see: “parts of his [sic] body that are inaccessi-
ble to his own gaze (his head, his face and its expression), the world behind his back, and a whole
series of objects and relations, which in any of our mutual relations are accessible to me but not to
him” (p. 23). This unique “excess of seeing” by participants in a dialogical mode of meaning-mak-
ing may provide both teachers and students with a more complete understanding of their selves
and is central to pedagogical practice. Self is dependent, for its existence, on the Other, who pro-
vides a source of new meanings and a new semiotic basis for becoming or enabling new selves to
become.
In thinking about the location of learning in such a pedagogical space, Bakhtin’s (1986) view
of intercultural communication is particularly useful. He understood cultural space as a
mediational space that is rich in new “material bearers of meaning.” When two cultures collide,
the mediating resources of meaning-making become potentially richer. This richness can be pro-
ductively used to alter the semantic depth of signs and ideas when people use the diversity of signs
in the process of recognition. This requires a deterritorialization of one’s consciousness from the
inside of one’s self to the outside, or into a Thirdspace between the self and the Other (Kostogriz,
2005a). In this location on the border, the dialogical reciprocity between self and the Other allows
each member of the dyad to transcend one-sidedness in a dialogue of cultures. However, this does
not mean that one’s individuality is absorbed by the Other, otherwise “it would merely be duplica-
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tion and would not entail anything new” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 7). Talking about the recognition of a
foreign Other in the space of outsidedness, Bakhtin (1986) said that:
In order to understand, it is immensely important for the person who understands to be located outside
the object of his or her creative understanding—in time, in space, in culture. For one cannot even really
see one’s own exterior and comprehend it as a whole, and no mirrors or photographs can help; our real
exterior can be seen and understood by other people, because they are located outside us in space and
because they are others (p. 7).
Outsidedness in dialogical interaction between self and the Other is for Bakhtin the most pow-
erful aspect in understanding. The third moment of mutual recognition is transculturally mediated
and, therefore, is broader than the initial perspective of either self or the Other. This was for
Bakhtin a moment of genuine transformation of perspectives, realized in opening up a new se-
mantic depth of meaning. Here, pedagogically, one finds a new mode of dialogical consciousness
that surmounts the closedness and one-sidedness of each particular meaning or position. Without
this transformation in consciousness, any attempt to redesign pedagogical places, whether mate-
rial or semiotic, will be exterior and superficial. The producing of a new pedagogical space in
multicultural conditions requires transformational re-education (cf. Nieto, 2000). This, however,
from a Bakhtinian perspective does not mean a merging of the two into some sort of unity. The
new pedagogical space is an open totality in which self and the Other are conjoined through recog-
nition. As a result, they cannot go back to their initial ethnocentric or fundamentalist perspectives
because these positions are already unrecoverable, due to irreversible changes in self-understand-
ing that occurred in their mutually enriching dialogue with difference.
Thus, the dialogical re-imagination of pedagogical space in current conditions of sociocultural
complexity should be at the forefront in reassembling the cultural-semiotic configurations of
learning. The sociality of learning in such pedagogical spaces is inseparable from the very idea of
learning as spatial. And if spatiality situates the sociality of learning as its concretization, the way
we imagine the location of learning is not just part of theoretical debates in educational psychol-
ogy, but also is part of a broader pedagogical agenda of what and who our students become in soci-
ety. Vygotsky’s contribution to education in this respect is invaluable in that he relocated learning
in the realm of sociocultural practices and communication between people. This, however, raises
a number of issues related to the relations of power–knowledge between people and the ways dif-
ference is conceived and perceived in a pedagogical space. The implication of Bakhtin’s and
Lotman’s dialogical philosophy for investigating the social spatiality of learning is an emphasis
on the ethical dimension of living and communicating with differences. This vision of ethics im-
plies both attentiveness and openness to the alterity of the Other. In a process of dialogical recog-
nition, the Other cannot disappear into the self but remains different, thereby enriching learning
experiences on the border between self and the Other, between materially, semiotically, and polit-
ically produced places of difference, and within and between different cultures. As a border loca-
tion, learning is mediated by social relations on various spatial scales and is embedded in the
confrontations, dilemmas, and contradictions of multicultural coexistence. Because the dialogical
principles of recognition and answerability in learning-with-others are incompatible with cultural
domination and epistemological violence, Bakhtinian perspectives on the production of pedagog-
ical space may empower those educators who have the courage to undertake the endless and rigor-
ous project of democratic education that is still to come.
PUTTING “SPACE” ON THE AGENDA 187
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
5:
26
 2
0 
Ma
y 
20
10
CONCLUDING REMARKS
This article has argued that spatial analysis provides a powerful tool for sociocultural research in
education, one that addresses the turbulent nature of learning and meaning-making in new times. It
demonstrates the centrality of the term difference in thinking about new possibilities in the
sociospatial and semiotic reconfiguration of education by highlighting analytical tools, such as
scale and boundary. Scalar analysis explicates cultural dynamics and heterogeneity in the process
of space- and place-making. The global rescaling of social spatiality and accelerated flows of com-
modities, people, and texts, present nation–states as hybridized and culturally and semiotically
fragmented entities. In such conditions, they can no longer be considered as the point of reference
in producing homogenized pedagogical space. Rather, spatial fragmentation, and the emergence of
places that difference makes, would constitute a different image of pedagogical space: a space that
is the product of interethnic, intercultural, and intertextual linkages. To paraphrase Lefebvre
(1991), a new pedagogical space cannot be born unless education enables an intercultural dialogue
of recognized differences. Boundary analysis, in this respect, becomes crucial to adequately out-
lining the cultural-semiotic mechanisms necessary for achieving the ethical ideal of learning envi-
ronments as open to unassimilated Otherness.
The focus on boundaries as sites of learning presents them both as new signs of identity and as
innovative places of intercultural collaboration and transcultural contestation (Kostogriz, 2005b).
Boundary analysis, therefore, puts an emphasis on struggle and aporetic moments in which genu-
ine dialogicality on the border alters worldviews. It is this pedagogical feature of spatial dynam-
ics, I believe, that needs to be emphasized in new times, if we think that space can make a
difference in educational research and practice. Beyond the traditional imagination of pedagogi-
cal space, which more often than not overemphasizes sameness or exoticizes differences, this is a
lived space characterized by border-crossing events. Bakhtinian “outsidedness” not only captures
the emergence of new identities and meanings that blur the limitations of existing cultural and
epistemological boundaries, but also accounts for shared experiences and desires across differ-
ence. As such, theorizing space in sociocultural theories of learning may enable us to go beyond
the tension between inauspicious patterns of domination and buoyant models of resistance by
making the boundary between places and spaces more visible in and for critical analysis. A learn-
ing place has the potential to become a multivoiced contact zone of interculturality and creative
intertextuality if difference is seen, not as a threat, but rather as a counterpart in the production of
such a place.
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